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T

he ﬁrst forgiveness recorded in the
Bible is given in the heart of the
tragic event of the fall of the ﬁrst man
and woman, and takes the form of a
prophecy. After the Creation stories (Genesis
1-2), Genesis 3 depicts the ﬁrst human failure
to obey God’s ﬁrst and only commandment
which was given in Genesis 2 in the context of
the creation of the ﬁrst man and woman. The
Hebrew verb tsavah, “to command”, from which
the word mitzvah,“commandment”, is used here:
“And the Lord God commanded, ‘of every tree
of the garden you may freely eat; but of the tree
of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not
eat” (Genesis 2:16-17). The consequence of
this disobedience was then clearly spelled out:
“In the day that you eat of it you shall surely die”
(Genesis 2:17). Now that Adam and Eve have
eaten the fruit, they can only expect death and
evil: this perspective is immediately conﬁrmed
in the following texts which speak of a cursed
nature full of “thorns and thistles” (Genesis
3:17-18) and of the ﬁrst human violence and the
ﬁrst death of a human (Genesis 4).
The ﬁrst prophecy stands out then against the
background of the ﬁrst human experience of
hopelessness, perhaps the greatest hopelessness
of all, since it concerns the fate of humankind
and of the human world. The prophecy sounds
like a riddle:“And I will put enmity between you
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and the woman, and between your seed and her
seed. He shall bruise your head and you shall
bruise his heel” (Genesis 3:15).

Structure
The structure of chapter 3 clearly shows the
author’s intent in bringing this oracle out as the
very center of the story:
A vv. 1-5 Serpent-Woman alone (God is absent)
forbiddance to eat from the tree
B vv. 6-8 Adam-Eve; clothes
C vv. 9-13 God-Adam-Eve
D vv. 14-15 God-Serpent:
Prophecy
C1 vv. 16-19 God-Eve-Adam
B1 vv. 20-21 Adam-Eve; clothes
A1 vv. 22-24 God alone
forbiddance to eat from the tree

The ideas of the whole passage (Genesis 3)
are organized according to a chiastic structure,
a literary device, which was often used in the
Bible and in Ancient Near Eastern literature. In
a chiasmus, a sequence ABC is followed by its
reverse CBA, “focusing attention on the central
element,”1 in this instance D (3:14-15). This
stylistic observation insists then on a careful
reading of this single, small unit D, which
contains our prophecy.

The thematic structure and the word rhythm
of this text suggest two strophes. After an
introductory statement (or “anacrusis”) of three
words, the ﬁrst strophe (v. 14) progresses in six
lines with an irregular word rhythm2 (2, 2, 3, 3,
2, 3):
Anacrusis: “Because you have done this”
(3 words)
1. “Cursed you are” (2 words)
2. “More than all cattle” (2 words)
3. “And more than every beast of the ﬁeld” (3
words)
4. “On your belly you shall go” (3 words)
5. “And you shall eat dust” (2 words)
6. “All the days of your life” (3 words)
After an anacrusis of one word, the second
strophe (v. 15) progresses in four lines with a
regular word rhythm (4, 4, 3, 3):
Anacrusis: “Enmity” (1 word)
1. “I will put between you and the woman” (4
words)
2. “Between your seed and her seed” (4 words)
3. “He shall bruise your head” (3 words)
4. “And you shall bruise his heel” (3 words)

The Serpent

The ﬁrst enigma concerns the object of the
curse: Why a Serpent? We must ﬁrst notice that
our text does not speak of an ordinary serpent
among others. The word “serpent” is deﬁnite.
The oracle is concerned with “the serpent” (3:14;
cf. 1-2, 4, 13); the animal is thus individualized.
This terminology implies then that this Serpent
is unique and is familiar to us. The writer, along
with the reader, is supposed to know what
(whom) we are talking about. This Serpent
belongs to the universal domain. The language
of the curse conﬁrms this ﬁrst impression. The
curse places it over all the animals. The Serpent
is more cursed “than all cattle, and more than
every beast of the ﬁeld” (v. 14). The word “all”
(kol) is here repeated three times (all the cattle,
all beasts of the ﬁeld, all the days). And we know
that in our context this very word is loaded
with universalistic overtones.3 The Serpent
represents a speciﬁc individual who transcends
the ordinary domain of nature and points to a
universal or even supernatural being. Indeed the
Bible, along with the Ancient Near Eastern texts
as well as the Jewish and Christian traditions,
has associated the Serpent with the supernatural
and cosmic power of evil.

The late Umberto Cassuto, a former professor at
the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, understood
The contrast between the two strophes is not only
the serpent as “the symbol of evil,” “the foe of
indicated through the change of rhythm but also
man.”4 Also, the very fact that this enemy is
through the change of thematic orientation. The
represented by a serpent, whose characteristic
ﬁrst strophe is negative and contains a message
feature is precisely to go on its belly and hence
of hopelessness, which
eat dust, already suggests
concerns the Serpent.
the fateful defeat of this
The ﬁrst prophecy stands out then
The second strophe is
enemy. This particular
against the background of the ﬁrst
positive and contains
imagery,
which
is
a message of hope for
borrowed from military
human experience of hopelessness.
humankind. In fact,
language, is indeed often
this is the only positive word of the chapter—a
used in the Bible to express the idea of victory
window of light in the dark.
over the enemy (Psalm 72:9; Micah 7:16-17;
Isaiah 49:23; cf. ANET p. 87, 107).
All these stylistic features aim at the same purpose:
they bring out the importance of our passage and
Since the Serpent represents evil, the curse against
provide along the way a framework and speciﬁc
the Serpent means a blessing for humankind.
clue to orient our walk into the mysterious
For humankind, it contains a message of hope
language of the prophetic oracle. What does
and victory over evil.
the Serpent mean? Who is ﬁghting against the
Serpent? And what does this ﬁght mean?
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The Fight

of the Serpent would cost the life of the one who
The next verse elaborates on this process of
killed it.
victory. Two adversaries attack each other. The
image describing the course of the ﬁght suggests
The operation is reminiscent of the mysterious
that the two lethal aggressions belong to the
mechanism of the levitical sacriﬁce where the
same operation. The heel
forgiveness and hence the
is hit while the head is Forgiveness and hence the life of the life of the sinner costs the
crushed. In fact, the heel sinner costs the life of the animal.
life of the animal. This
is hit simply because it is
allusion to the levitical
with the heel that the Serpent has been hit. The
sacriﬁce should not be surprising in this context,
two deaths are simultaneous and are dependent
for an actual sacriﬁce is performed right there
on each other. Moreover, the play on words
after the curse. In a dramatic gesture, God
which makes the two attacks echo each other
comes down and cuts garments for Adam and
on the same word shûf, conﬁrms this view: “He
Eve: “Also for Adam and his wife the Lord God
shall bruise (shûf) your head and you shall bruise
made tunics of skin and clothed them” (Genesis
(shûf) his heel.” It is noteworthy that the two
3:21).
words derive from the same root (shûf = bruise).
This literary device clearly backs up the intention
This act of God is loaded with meaning. Certainly
to relate the two aggressions. It is suggested then
the intention of the divine act is not merely to
that these two actions, though one was a bite
cover Adam and Eve’s nudity. Adam and Eve did
and the other a crushing, are identiﬁed with each
not need this protection since they had already
other within the same event.
clothed themselves with ﬁg leaves (Genesis 3:7).
The reason for God’s action is to be explained
Note also that while only the head and the heel
from a cultic perspective. The language which
are mentioned, each antagonist is reached in the
describes the divine dressing is borrowed from
totality of his person. A literal translation of the
the cultic domain. It is, indeed, signiﬁcant that
verse will render better this intention of the text:
on the rare occasions when God dresses humans
“He will bruise you, yeshûfkﬀ, [as to] the head
in the Old Testament, it always concerns the
and you will bruise
dressing of priests
The process of forgiveness and hence the
him, teshûfennû, [as
either directly by
to] the heel.” In other
God Himself (Psalm
redemption of mankind will be achieved
words the shûf aﬀects
132:16; 2 Chronicles
through the process of a sacriﬁce.
ultimately the “you” or
6:41) or through
the “him” and not just
Moses
(Exodus
the head or the heel. In Psalm 139:11, the only
28:41; 29:8; 40:13-14; Leviticus 8:13). And
other biblical passage where this word is used,
in our passage, the verb describing the act of
it also aﬀects the person: “If I say, ‘Surely the
dressing (lbsh) in its Hiphîl form is the very same
darkness shall [shûf] me.’”
technical term which is used for the dressing
of the priests (Exodus 28:41; Leviticus 8:7;
Whatever the meaning of the word shûf may
Numbers 20:28; etc.).6 In addition, the Hebrew
be, it is clear that the context here suggests a
word for “tunic” (ketﬀnet) is the same as the one
negative meaning. A cognate word is found in
which designated the priestly garment (Exodus
the Arabic language, shaﬀa, where it applies to
28:39; 39:27). Adam and Eve are dressed like
a cloud approaching and “skimming over the
priests, with one diﬀerence, however: instead
earth,”5 with the idea of erasing and making
of the ﬁne linen that characterizes the priestly
garment (Exodus 28:39), God chooses animal
disappear. The biblical and extrabiblical usage
skin. This speciﬁcation implies the killing of an
of the verb shûf suggests then that in our text it
animal, hence a sacriﬁce, the ﬁrst in history. The
must also be understood in the negative sense
lesson contained in the divine action parallels
of death and disappearance: “He will make you
and conﬁrms the lesson implied in the ﬁght
die or disappear [by] the head and you will make
between the Seed and the Serpent: the process
him die or disappear [by] the heel.” The killing
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of forgiveness and hence the redemption of
mankind will be achieved through the process of
a sacriﬁce.

The Fighter

One would expect that the object of the curse
would involve the Serpent and the woman, since
both are the actual actors of the scene. Yet,
although the Serpent is the direct object of the
curse, it is the Seed of the woman that he will
have to ﬁght. It is interesting to note that the
Hebrew word for “seed” zera is usually connected
to a male. Genesis 3:15 and Genesis 16:10 are the
only cases where the “seed” is applied to a woman.
In the latter passage, the intention is quite clear
to suggest that Hagar’s son is not intended to be
the son of the promise, the “blessed” posterity of
Abraham (see Genesis 22:2 where Isaac is called
“your only [the Hebrew means “unique” and
“specially dear”] son”). The text of Genesis 3:15
intends, therefore, to show that the seed involves
here exceptionally the woman rather than the
man. Also the fact that the Serpent is ﬁghting
against the Seed and not the man suggests that
the ﬁght belongs to a time that goes beyond the
time of the woman and means that the killing of
the Serpent, hence the event of the redemption
of mankind, will take place only in a distant
future.
Now, who or what is then meant by the word
“seed”? Should this word be understood in a
collective sense, meaning mankind or a people,
Israel, for instance, or in a particular sense,
meaning a speciﬁc person? It is interesting to note
that in the next line the seed has been replaced
by the personal pronoun “he” (in Hebrew, hû)
which is the actual subject of the verb “bruise”
(shûf). This “he” receives a special emphasis in
the structure of the paragraph and the syntax
of the phrase: it appears as the exact center of
the strophe at the very moment when the poetic
rhythm shifts from four beats to three. It is the
hinge of the passage. Moreover, it is the ﬁrst word
in the phrase; it occurs before the Imperfect form
of the verb, a word order which is quite unusual.
Normally, in the Hebrew phrase, the subject
follows the verb, especially if the latter is in an
Imperfect form, unless emphasis is intended.
This accent on the “he” has not escaped the

ancient rabbis of the Septuagint, who translated
the Hebrew pronoun hû (“he”) with the Greek
pronoun autos: “And I will put enmity between
thee and the woman and between thy seed or
her seed, he (autos) shall watch against thy head,
and thou shall watch against his heel.”1 Out of
the 103 passages where the Hebrew pronoun
hû (he) is translated in the Septuagint, Genesis
3:15 is the only occurrence where it does not
agree with its immediate antecedent. Indeed
the Greek form of the pronoun (autos) refers
neither to the woman (it is not feminine), nor to
the Seed (it is not neuter), but it refers instead to
a male individual. This syntactical irregularity
shows that the translators had in mind a speciﬁc
person, a man in real history.
Decoding the text, as it is, and analyzing the data
it provides gives then the following scenario.
Against the background of hopelessness, the
fall of mankind and the cosmic perspective
of death and evil, this biblical text announces
the future salvation of mankind in prophetic
terms. According to this text, the redemption of
mankind will necessarily imply a ﬁght that will
oppose the seed of the woman, that is a “man” to
be born in the future, with the present serpent.
The victory over the serpent will cost, however,
the death of this ﬁghter. This prophecy remains
still a riddle. In order to understand it, we need
therefore to turn to other biblical texts, which
refer to it and will thus provide us with the key
to interpret it.

Genesis 3:15 interpreted by the Bible
1. The connection with Genesis 4:25
The ﬁrst biblical text which refers to our
messianic text is found just a few verses later
in Genesis 4:25. Indeed the word ashît, “I will
put” of Genesis 3:15, reappears in the name
Seth (in Hebrew sht) and also in the very verb
from which this name derives, namely “sht”
(appointed). Moreover, in both passages, this
word is associated with the same word “seed”
(zera):
These clear echoes and the same association of
words which even follows in the same sequence
call for a reading of Genesis 3:15 in connection
with Genesis 4:25.
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The redemption that is outlined in Genesis 3:15
will be achieved through the same mechanism
that is implied in Genesis 4:25. The Seed of
Genesis 4:25 belongs to the human line (from
Seth); it is a human seed and yet it depends on
divine intervention. The Seed is “put” (shzt) by
God.

is mentioned in 2 Samuel 7:12-13 in Psalm 89:4,
29, 36 (Heb. vv. 5, 30, 37). It is also signiﬁcant
that the same word “seed” (zera) is applied by
Psalm 89 to the same Davidic covenant that is
mentioned in 2 Samuel 7:12-13 (see Psalm 89:4,
29, 36; Heb. vv. 5, 30 37).

It is clear indeed that Psalm 89 refers to 2 Samuel
The ﬁrst lesson of this connection between
7. Both texts deal with the same hope, the future
the two texts is that the fulﬁllment of the
establishment of God’s covenant with the seed
promise given in Genesis 3:15 is guaranteed.
of David.
First because the seed of Genesis 3:15 will be
channeled through Seth the only surviving son
“When your days are fulﬁlled and you rest with
of Eve and Adam, the only possible link between
your fathers, I will set up your seed after you, who
them and the rest of human posterity. Second,
will come from your body, and I will establish his
because it implies that God Himself will control
kingdom. He shall build a house for My name,
the operation. In Genesis 4, it is God who
and I will establish the throne of his kingdom
appoints (shzt) the seed. Through the ﬁght against the Serpent, the forever” (2 Samuel 7:1213).
Another lesson from the Messiah, son of David, identiﬁed with God
connection between these Himself, will provide cosmic forgiveness “Your seed I will establish
two passages concerns
forever, and build up your
the nature of the Seed. and in the same process achieve victory throne to all generations”
Since the word “seed” in
(Psalm 89:4)
Genesis 4:25 does not over death and evil.
carry a corporate meaning and refers instead to
The two passages share the same basic common
a speciﬁc individual, Seth, it may be concluded
concern and keywords. Both passages insist on
that likewise the Seed in the parallel text of
the same idea that this seed will “endure forever.”
Genesis 3:15 may refer to a speciﬁc individual.
In 2 Samuel 7, the term “forever” (ad-olam)
appears seven times (2 Samuel 7: 13, 16, 24, 25,
2. The connection with 2 Samuel 7:12-13
26, 29 [2 times]). In Psalm 89, the same term
It is also noteworthy that we ﬁnd the same
“forever” is also used seven times: four times in
conﬁguration in 2 Samuel 7:12-13, a text
relation to the “seed” (v. 4; Heb. v. 5), v. 29 (Heb.
dealing with the Davidic covenant: “I will set up
v. 30), vv. 36-37 (Heb. vv. 37-38), and three times
your seed after you, who will come from your
in relation to mercy (hesed) in v. 1 (Heb. v. 2), v. 2
body, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall
(Heb. v. 3), and 28 (Heb. v. 29). The same words
build a house for My name, and I will establish
are used to qualify this covenant: “mercy” (hesed)
the throne of his kingdom forever.” There also
in 2 Samuel 7:15 (cf. Psalm 89: 1 [Heb. v. 2], 2
the personal pronoun “he” (hû) stands for the
[Heb. v. 3], 14 [Heb. v. 15], 24, [Heb. v. 25], 28
antecedent “seed,” and is the actual subject of the
[Heb. v. 29], 49 [Heb. v. 50] and “establish” (kun)
verb which describes the fulﬁllment of the divine
in 2 Samuel 7:12, 13, 16 (cf. Psalm 89:2 [Heb. v.
promise. Here also the Septuagint translates
3], 4 [Heb. v. 5], 14 [Heb. v. 15], 21 [Heb v. 22]).
with the same pronoun, autos (he), referring
It is also interesting to note that the Davidic
to a speciﬁc human individual. Here also the
“seed” is explicitly identiﬁed in Psalms 89 as the
pronoun is emphasized as it appears before the
Messiah (v. 38 [Heb. v. 39], v. 51 [Heb. v. 52]).
Imperfect form of the verb. It seems, indeed,
that 2 Samuel 7:12-13 is alluding to Genesis
3. The connection with Psalm 110
3:15 and applies this old promise to the future
This tradition of interpretation is also attested in
posterity of David. It is also signiﬁcant that the
Psalm 110, where the very words of Genesis 3:15
same word “seed” (zera) is applied by Ethan’s
are recaptured and directly applied to the Davidic
commentary to the very Davidic covenant that
Messiah. The words of the Psalm (110:1) “Till
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I make your enemies” (ashît oybeyk î) are indeed
a verbal repetition of the ﬁrst words of the
Genesis promise “I will put enmity” (eybî ashît).
These are the only two texts in the Bible where
this association of words is used. Moreover it
is also related here to the same imagery of the
enemy crawling under the foot as an expression
of that same idea of victory: “Till I make your
enemies your footstool” (Psalm 110:1). Also the
familiar theme of “crushing the head” in Genesis
3:15 reappears here and is repeated twice (Psalm
110:6-7).
Lastly the characteristic interplay between the
foot and the head, which illustrates in Genesis
3:15 the process of salvation, is alluded to in
Psalm 110 through the skillful device of inclusio.
The Psalm starts with a note about “the feet” (v.
l) and concludes with a note about “the head” (vv.
6-7; cf. Psalm 68).
These numerous parallels between the two
passages suggest that the author of Psalm
110 was referring to the prophetic promise of
Genesis 3:15 and interpreted it in a “messianic”
sense. The one who was portrayed in Genesis
3:15 as crushing the Serpent is now explicitly
identiﬁed as the future Davidic Messiah. The
redeemer from the seed of Seth is now from the
seed of David. In Psalm 110, the work of the
Messiah goes even beyond the modest agenda of
Genesis 3:15. He not only crushes the enemy
(v. 1) as the Seed of Genesis 3:15, He is now
called to sit on the right hand of God to share
His kingship7 and rule with Him (Psalm 110:12). He also judges and executes kings and many
nations (5-6), having God on His right side. He
even receives a cultic function; He is a priest
serving at the head of a cortege of priests (v. 4)

and this priesthood is extended toward eternity,
“le ôlî m” (v. 4). Moreover, the interplay between
the names of the Messiah called Adoni and the
Lord called Adonai suggests even an intention to
identify the Messiah with the Lord Himself.
The messianic interpretation of Genesis 3:15
is thus well attested and conﬁrmed within the
Hebrew Bible. It contains a message of hope:
through the ﬁght against the Serpent, the
Messiah, son of David, identiﬁed with God
Himself, will provide cosmic forgiveness and in
the same process achieve victory over death and
evil.
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